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For the first time the German Historians’ Association has included a subject 
taken from the long and changeful history of German Jewry in the programme 
of its official sessions. It was impulses emanating from German historiography 
that gave rise in the nineteenth century to the inception and subsequent 
flowering of the discipline of Jewish studies. Yet German historiography itself 
never saw fit to devote even the slightest attention to the history of an active 
minority living predominantly in Europe at the time. This aloofness is all the 
more difficult to understand since growing numbers of Jews were rendering 
conspicuous services to German art and science and helping in their dissemina- 
tion throughout the world. 

Writing in December 1962, Gershom Scholem rightly castigated those 
circles and groups in our country that after the destruction of Jewry had tended 
all too cheerfully to gloss over these facts by invoking concepts such as brother- 
hood and cooperation and by fostering the “illusion” that there existed a 
virtually unbroken German-Jewish dialogue. Scholem for his part resolutely 
denied that such a dialogue ‘“‘has ever existed in any true sense as an historical 
phenomenon”. Some of the details of Scholem’s thesis, in particular his termino- 
logy, may be debatable, yet in essence his impassioned protest ‘“‘against the myth 
of the German—Jewish dialogue” has brought into the open a fact 1 with which 
the historians, too, will now be forced at long last to come to terms. 

So frank and critical a thesis demands some heart-searching about our own 
doings and a reappraisal of traditional positions and of the questions we have 
been asking. Scholem is undoubtedly right in pointing out that up till now the 
German historians have not been prepared to deal with the Jew qua Jew, to 
“see him in that which he is and represents, and then make an answer’’.? The 
reasons for the complete neglect of the history of post-Biblical Jewry can only be 
briefly and inadequately adumbrated here. 

In the individual German States the Jews were emancipated by the princes 
and governments by way of administrative action. They attained that goal 
neither through strenuous exertions of their own nor through the action of 


1Gershom Scholem, ‘Wider den Mythos vom deutsch-jiidischen Gespräch. Auf gespaltenem 
Pfad’, in Manfred Schlösser (ed.), Zum neunzigsten Geburtstag von Margarete Susmann, Darmstadt 
1964, pp. 229 ff.; reprinted in Gershom Scholem, Judaica IT, Bibliothek Suhrkamp, vol. 263, 
Frankfurt 1970, pp. 7 ff. 

Ibid., pp. 7 f. 
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influential sections of the German population. The historians, however, tended 
to ignore social groups which by the standards of the nineteenth century were 
passive objects rather than agents of history. Moreover it was only the legal 
status of the Jews in Germany that was altered step by step, whereas there was 
no lessening of social reservations on the part of the population which continued 
to live in environments dominated by firm corporate patterns of order. Such 
reservations were particularly pronounced among the leading strata in the 
state and in economic life. In order to overcome these attitudes, the small 
groups of affluent and by that time largely assimilated urban Jews were very 
active in the fields of social and cultural life. Through outstanding achieve- 
ments they hoped to reach their goal of “establishing their name and in this way 
attaining the substance of emancipation” and full integration in society.® Yet 
the presence of so dynamic a minority bent on the transformation of the old 
order seemed to call for more rather than less reserve, indeed for suspicion. 
The historians’ attention was focused above all on the actions and plans of the 
authorities, on the description of the finished result of historical processes, while the 
tendencies and motive forces of what was about to come into being were ignored. 

“The more the century advanced,” writes Hans Liebeschiitz in his book on 
the place of Jewry in the German view of history from Hegel to Max Weber, 
“the stronger became the national idea, the demand for unifying all groups and 
individuals on German soil within one single fellowship of the like-minded.” 4 
To the extent that historians placed themselves at the disposal of the cause of 
national unity, some of them eventually as mere propagandists of the nation 
state, they were bound to take offence at the endeavours of the Jews to preserve 
and prolong their specific way of life in the midst of the environment of modern 
culture. Lastly, the increasing glorification of the state as the one and only 
repository of power and culture led German historiography to look upon all 
peoples and groups living without a state of their own as lesser breeds deserving 
of little esteem or outright contempt. In respect of the Jews this contempt was 
even more pronounced, as they were not settled in a self-contained territory 
but scattered over the globe, constituting neither a social nor a cultural entity. 
Finally, reacting as typical representatives of the educated bourgeoisie, the 
historians saw the poverty of the Jewish masses of Eastern and Eastern Central 
Europe as clear evidence of a deficiency in political and intellectual talent and 
creative power. 

As early as 1873, Alfred Dove in a New Year message to academics uttered a 
pertinent warning against the consequences of their hubris, a symptom character- 
istic of periods when men were confident of thrusting forward to new shores. 
He pointed to the danger inherent in a situation where the impact of the 
foundation of the Reich had not only encouraged an “earnest disposition to 
serious philosophical restructuring”, but was giving rise to an ever spreading 
“reckless urge to engage in adventurous speculation”, a tendency which he 


®Marcel Reich-Ranicki, ‘Im magischen Judenkreis’, in Uber Ruhestorer. Juden in der deutschen 
Literatur, Munich 1973, p. 40. 

‘Hans Liebeschiitz, Das Judentum im deutschen Geschichtsbild von Hegel bis Max Weber, Tubingen 
1967 (Schriftenreihe wissenschaftlicher Abhandlungen des Leo Baeck Instituts 17), p. 338. 
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most aptly characterised as theoretischer Griindersinn, “‘theoretical empire build- 
ing”, or a “passion for gambling in the intellectual field’’.® It is true that history 
was less affected by that “‘passion for gambling in the intellectual field” than 
were some other branches of learning, notably some disciplines in the beginning 
stages of their development. Even so, in its endeavour to attribute unique traits 
to the German nation, to “‘lead it back unto itself”, to show it up as superior to 
others in every respect, to depreciate the members of other peoples and groups 
and to endow the German individual with qualities of special creativeness, 
German historiography, too, often overstepped the boundary between sober 
scholarship and “‘adventurous speculation” by wide margins. 

The historians who, by vividly presenting the history of the medieval Reich 
in contemporary terms, had played a decisive part in awakening and moulding 
German national consciousness in the nineteenth century, now responded with 
extreme irritation when the Jews living among them were inspired by their very 
example to do likewise and redefine their own identity by reviving their own 
tradition. These historians, who could not go far enough in extolling the exalted 
worth of tradition, who on the strength of it went to the length of proclaiming 
the “world mission” of the German nation,’ adopted unfair and partisan 
attitudes when other groups, and the Jews in particular, imitated their example 
and, pointing to a different tradition, resisted unconditional integration in the 
nation state. “They were alarmed,” Liebeschiitz says, “at facing a formation 
that reached from antiquity into the modern world, where it seemed to hold 
its own as an alien body.” ? 

There was yet another factor which effectively stifled any readiness on the 
part of the German historians to communicate with the Jews. Immediately 
after the establishment of the Reich some independent and open-minded 
contemporary observers remarked with much discernment that the new national 
structure was built on precarious foundations. Even before the construction of 
the new Reich was secure and complete, a “‘social struggle” erupted as a result 
of industrial development and technological progress and “with a noise of 
subterranean thunder like an earthquake, burrowed menacingly and unceas- 
ingly under the rising edifice of our social structure”, and there was — according 
to the prevailing opinion of the day — no way of overcoming that baneful 
struggle, except through “‘the rebirth of ethical standards in the world of labour 
and economic life’’.® 

However, that striving for a “rebirth of ethical standards” turned out to be 
the great illusion of those bourgeois-liberal strata ‘‘that once brought forth the 
new idealistic culture” and who, for a while, were confident of their capacity 
“to support the state as well and animate it with their own spirit’’.° When the 


‘Alfred Dove, ‘Ein Neujahrswort an die deutsche Geistesarbeit’, Im Neuen Reich, III (1873), 
vol 1, p. 3. 

‘Constantin Frantz, Briefe, edited by Udo Sautter and Hans Elmar Onnau, Wiesbaden 1974, 
letters to Richard Wagner, pp. 41 and 44. 

'Liebeschitz, op. cit., preface, p. VII. "Dove, loc. cit., p. 1. 

*Friedrich Meinecke, ‘Alfred Dove und der klassische Liberalismus im Neuen Reiche’, preface 
to Alfred Dove, Ausgewählte Aufsatze und Briefe, vol. 1, 1925; also in Friedrich Meinecke, Werke, 
vol. VII, edited and with an introduction by Eberhard Kessel, Munich 1968, p. 395. 
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goal was within reach, the ‘‘transition from the agrarian to the industrial 
state” ushered in “a social realignment”, in the course of which ‘“‘all the 
harmonies of national and classical as well as economic liberalism” were 
shattered.!° As this process was rarely recognised and hardly ever correctly 
analysed in its full significance and consequence, the historians, like others, 
noted what they held to be symptoms of disintegration and alien penetration, 
represented by the Jews. They were regarded as the vanguard of progress, and 
so they were indeed in the social and economic spheres, because they had lived 
on the fringes of the corporate structure of society and now were making full 
use of all the opportunities offered by the new development in order to promote 
their betterment and their rise in society. 

The German historians transferred their dislike or reserve towards the Jews 
to their history. Where they deemed themselves to be modern, pinning their 
faith on the nation state with its solid unity of will and purpose within and a 
future of world power securely ahead, they invariably encountered the reserva- 
tions of the Jews standing by their traditions. Yet, where they themselves were 
tied to tradition, in the preservation of conservative social orders and power 
structures, they encountered the opposition of the Jews as champions of con- 
stitutional reforms and social mobility. However earnestly the Jews endeavoured 
to acquire an understanding of the German people and its history, the rift was 
so deep that at no time was a note sounded on the German side — as Scholem 
aptly put it — “‘that could be said to stand in any relationship at all to a con- 
structive answer to Jews as Jews, i.e., one pointing to what they, as Jews, would 
have to give rather than to what they, as Jews, would have to give up”. 

From the end of the nineteenth century to our day there has been little 
change in these basic positions. The German historians who played so notable 
a part in the reconstruction of vanished cultures, who made creditable con- 
tributions to research in the history of nearly all the states and traced the 
interdependencies evolving between peoples living side by side, these same 
historians were completely bereft of any spirit of enquiry when it concerned the 
Jews living among them and in their neighbourhood.1* The vacuum formed 
in this way was soon filled with legends, prejudices and myths, to which history, 
as an academic discipline, made only occasional contributions, but for the dis- 
semination of which it must, nevertheless, bear responsibility, at least on account 
of its deliberate omissions. It was only the silence of the scholars that created 
the peculiar mixture of preconception and strangeness around the Jews that 
has not been overcome to this day. 

Having repudiated a task, historians finally fell victim, shamefully and 
ingloriously, to pseudo-scientific formulae and an unscrupulous demagogy. 
The fact that it has taken until today, nearly thirty years after the collapse of 
the National Socialist regime, to initiate a discussion on problems of German 
10Meinecke, op. cil., p. 411. 
11Scholem, ‘Wider den Mythos . . .’, p. 9. 
18The incredible ignorance of the background of East European Jews was noted by Fritz Morde- 

chai Kaufmann in his article ‘Grenzsperre. Ein Kapitel vom Versagen der deutschen Judio- 


logie’, Der Jude, 1, No. 1 (April 1916), pp. 14 f. His statement, however, applies generally to 
the knowledge of Jewish history and tradition. 
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Jewry at a Congress of German historians is in itself sufficient evidence, indicat- 
ing the magnitude of the efforts needed to overcome the consequences of that 
development. After the period of the holocaust the prolonged stance of deliber- 
ate evasion took on a completely new dimension. Confronted with the question 
as to what had caused the catastrophe and where responsibility lay, the histori- 
ans responded with a sharper awareness of the issue than any other section of 
the people. Of them can be said — in the phrase coined by Horst Krüger in 
his autobiographical book — ‘‘some covered up, the others uncovered the 
facts’’.18 

At the present session, however, it cannot be our task either to cover up or to 
uncover. Rather it is the aim of this gathering to provide impulses for future 
research and develop initiatives. Historiography in Germany is engrossed in an 
intense discussion on the antecedent conditions of its thinking and its methods, 
which has taught it to view some of the old traditions with detachment, and 
should therefore enable it to approach the history of the Jews with a more open 
mind. Another reason for devoting intensive study to this field of research lies 
in the fact that it is only today, when it is all finished, that the abundant 
creativeness of the Jews in Germany, their “productivity” in the social and 
intellectual-cultural spheres is coming to be perceived by the Germans." 
Moreover, the fact, pointed out for instance by Werner Schochow,’ that the 
Wissenschaft des Fudentums (Science of Judaism) originated and experienced its 
finest flowering here ought to be seen as an obligation and a challenge to 
initiate a fruitful debate on the problems and the results developed by those 
scholars. Here sobriety and restraint are called for, since ‘“‘where love, in so far 
as it did exist at one time, was stifled in blood, historical insight and clarity of 
concepts are essential requirements for what may become a more promising 
sorting out of issues between Germans and Jews’’.16 

Lastly, historiography must be aware of a further fact. If now that German 
Jewry has perished, its history, so rich in achievement and in suffering, were 
allowed to be forgotten, that would amount to a final endorsement of the work 
of destruction and extermination, for ‘‘Hitler’s work can only be fully completed 
by wiping out the existence of German Jewry from the scrolls of history’’.?? 


Horst Krüger, Das zerbrochene Haus. Eine Jugend in Deutschland, Munich 1966, p. 285: “He 
[Hitler] still rules in the dark, in the underground. Somehow he has left each one of us with a 
crack. Some go scurrying after money, the others go to the Auschwitz trial; some cover up, the 
others uncover: Those are the two sides of the same German medal. That man Hitler, I think, 
will stay with us — for life.” Large sections of the bourgeoisie were so eloquently silent after 
1945 because they were aware of the depth of the rift dividing the people as well as of their own 
responsibility in that connection. 

MScholem, ‘Wider den Mythos ...’, pp. I1 f. 

18Werner Schochow, Deutsch-jtidische Geschichtswissenschaft. Eine Geschichte ihrer Organisationsformen 
unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Fachbibliographie, Berlin 1969, pp. 10 f. 

16Gershom Scholem, ‘Juden und Deutsche’, talk delivered on 2nd August 1966 at the plenary 
session of the World Jewish Congress in Brussels, in Scholem, Judaica I, p. 22. 

1"Max Kreutzberger, ‘The Significance and Tasks of Contemporary German-Jewish Historio- 
graphy’, in Perspectives of German-Jewish History in the 19th and 20th Century, Publications of the 
Leo Baeck Institute Jerusalem on the History of Jews in Central Europe, Jerusalem 1971, 
pp. 93 f. (Also published in German and Hebrew; the German version Zur Geschichte der Juden 
in Deutschland im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Veréffentlichungen des Leo Baeck Instituts Jerusalem 
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It was not German scholars but representatives of German Jewry, exiles from 
persecution, who founded the Leo Baeck Institute in 1955 with the aim of 
saving from oblivion a chapter of Jewish history that in their view was as fruitful 
as it was tragic. The achievements accomplished by the members and friends 
of the Institute over twenty years of intense work are remarkable and can only 
be fully appreciated by seeing them in relation to the limited number of trained 
research workers available at the outset, a fact rightly pointed out by the late 
Dr. Siegfried Moses — until his death in 1974 President of the Leo Baeck 
Institute — addressing a symposium of the Institute in Jerusalem.1® 

It may not be inappropriate here to amplify that balance sheet in one respect. 
The workers of the Leo Baeck Institute have suggested many research projects, 
and have moreover, through the excellence of the Institute’s publications, set 
a standard for others. Yet, as time went on the question of “‘secur[ing] a larger 
number of collaborators — especially from among the younger generation” 
presented itself with increasing urgency.!® Actually, the Institute began to 
recruit some German research workers; also, on a few occasions it suggested or 
supported studies in the Federal Republic. Thanks to such impulses emanating 
from the Leo Baeck Institute, conditions for the carrying out of research on the 
history of German Jewry have gradually been established in the Federal 
Republic. Credit in this respect is due to the history department of the Institu- 
tum Judaicum Delitzschianum, to the regional working groups in Hesse and 
Westphalia, and to the Institute for Jewish History in Hamburg. Finally, in 
January 1974 an “International Working Group for the Study of German- 
Jewish History” was constituted with the task of coordinating and intensifying 
research work on the history of German Jewry. 

Here the German members and friends of the working group have set them- 
selves a special task. They know that the interest of the founders and members 
of the Leo Baeck Institute was concentrated so decisively on the history of 
German Jewry, because it was on German soil “that the first comprehensive 
encounter [of the Jews] with a European culture took place’’,?° an episode that 
was “‘significant for the total history of the Jewish people”.31 It would seem 
therefore that now is the time for an intensive study of the repercussions and 
far-reaching consequences which that process had for the German people. 
It is another timely task to dovetail German-Jewish history with history in 
general. What we have in mind here is a true integration into the total web of 
happenings, but not a combination achieved by mere juxtaposition or by 
casual mention. What we want to see least of all is that macabre reversal of 
recent yardsticks by which those “murdered as Jews” by the Nazis are post- 
humously claimed for Germandom, either by stealth or, worse still, with pomp 
and circumstance.” 


zur Geschichte der Juden in Mitteleuropa, Jerusalem 1971, was referred to by the author in his 
original German paper. In this and the following notes the English version has been sub- 
stituted by the translator.) 

18Siegfried Moses, ‘The Leo Baeck Institute’, in Perspectives, p. 14. 

19Ibid., p. 14. 20Tbid., p. 12. "Ibid. p. 11. 

Scholem, ‘Juden und Deutsche’, p. 22. 
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If this session succeeds in giving an impulse for intensive research, for the 
formulation of new problems and for further working projects, then not only 
will “the heritage of German Jewry ` . . pass on to future generations [of Jews]”, 
but it will be preserved and rendered fertile for the benefit of German historical 
science as well.33 

This handing over of the research tasks to a new generation — in Israel, the 
USA, Germany and elsewhere — will not always proceed without friction. 
Indeed, the questions asked by the younger historians and social scientists in 
their approach to these problems often strike the doyens of German-Jewish 
historiography as nothing short of irritating and provocative. For all that, 
nothing can lessen the recognition and respect that is due and wholeheartedly 
given to a record of work, accomplished — it must be added — under the most 
gruelling spiritual and material circumstances. 


"Moses, loc. cit., p. 12. 


